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The year after the Pact begins with a lie everyone agrees to keep: the Veil still holds. Priests ring their mirrors and call it mercy. Wardens practice straight lines and call it order. In the alleys, a rumor learns to walk—someone lit a black candle, spoke a forbidden name, and the dark answered like a man.

Elias Crowe—born Elias Vayne—calls it a bargain because he refuses softer words. The name he wears tonight isn’t his own, but the ghost of someone he once loved. He wants one thing the world denies: a return. The ritual grants power at a price written where no cleric can audit it—each spell costs a memory touched by love. Use too much and the ledger of the heart goes blank. He writes the losses down to stay honest: a winter laugh, a chipped tooth, the scuff of a stair on a night they ran to the roof. Arithmetic steadies him. It doesn’t save him.

Malachar arrives in warmth where a summoner expects cold. Demon, prince, problem—he takes a human shape and a human name, Caleb, and watches the city like a craftsman inspecting a hinge. He understands everything contracts can hold; he has never learned what love refuses to sell. The court wants leverage. The Order of the Luminous wants a spectacle. Both sharpen knives and call them doctrine. Between them, Elias stands with a candle that remembers, a brand that burns, and a rule he writes in his own hand: mercy is not self-harm.

The first strike lands at noon when Wardens drag relics into the market and learn that judgment light cuts anything it’s pointed at, even the wrong man. Malachar steps into the beam and refuses to burn; Elias locks his mouth to his and teaches the city a new verb. Bells change key. Mirrors falter. A crowd sees a demon cover a human with wings while priests try to finish a story they started with fire. By night, the streets repeat a dangerous sentence: the demon helped.

Every choice grows teeth. To defend the living, Elias spends pieces of the past until the reason he once begged for resurrection goes dark—a clean absence where motive lived. Malachar pays too: he breaks the archbishop’s crown without dropping a body and buys the victory with nights of weakness in his borrowed skin. They touch without chivalry or oath, learn each other at a pace meant for survival, and refuse to call it holy. The prophecy follows anyway—the midnight kiss at the hinge of years will decide whether the city kneels to winter or learns an honest dawn.

At the Feast of Masks, the Order names Elias a bride and laughs while it prints new slurs. He answers with a treaty signed in public and a ring of lead hidden in his pocket. Lucien Crowe—ghost, architect, first love or first lie—returns with offers that sound like mercy and add up to war. The Pact reveals its cruel elegance: on the last Halloween, the mortal who lit the candle must name who returns.

Doors open. Bells count down. Two voices wait at the edge of the flame. This is the story of choosing one.
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Chapter 1: The Night the Veil Thins
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Year 1 After Pact – The First Candle Burns

The bell at the edge of Gloamhaven struck once, hollow as a ribcage. Elias steadied the knife against his palm and watched moonlight crawl along its edge. The abandoned chapel took the sound and swallowed it. Wind ran its fingers through the broken rafters; ash sifted down like sleep.

He had dragged the altar stone to the middle of the floor by himself. Old blood had calcified in the grooves carved there by a faith that hated desire. He’d cleaned none of it. Let the past bear witness.

On the stone: a black candle sealed in red wax. Three circles of salt, one of chalk, stitched with sigils he’d stolen from a manuscript the priest who taught him had burned. A mirror shard leaned against the candle—his witness, since the law demanded one. It held a thin version of his face and the faint suggestion of another shape behind him that didn’t exist when he turned.

“Lucien,” he said, because the world had to know who he’d come to defy.

The name on his tongue wasn’t his own anymore—he’d taken Lucien’s family name to remember what he’d lost, and to make the sin complete.

He had dressed for ease of movement, not ceremony—plain shirt, sleeves rolled, throat bared. He set the knife down and flexed his fingers. They trembled only when he thought of the boy with pale hair who had laughed in smoke and winter light and taught him how to be reckless the way people teach each other a song.

“Focus,” he muttered.

He chalked the last sigil. The chalk snapped. He brushed the crushed white to widen a line and grabbed the leather-bound journal he’d filled over months of wrong decisions. He recited from memory instead. If you love me, forget me, Lucien had said once, spitting blood through a smile as the city burned. The priests lit a pyre for those words. The pyre took him, and it took nothing from Elias except patience.

“Law of Names,” Elias whispered. “Law of Exchange. Law of Witness.”

The mirror glared back at him. In its pane, the candle looked taller.

The ritual required true love set alight. Not a token. Not a lie he might be able to swallow later. Something sweet enough to hurt when the fire took it.

His hand hovered over the candle. The wax bore a crooked impression—the profile of a broken crown. He’d found it in the Ash Market between a heap of weathered bones and rosaries that smelled of rain. The stall keeper had not met his eyes. Good. The guilty should sell to the damned with their heads lowered.

“If you come,” he told the empty room, “I give you this memory. Then you give me Lucien back.”

A second bell spoke from far away. The city’s Feast of Masks had begun. People would be dancing in borrowed faces. Elias kept his own. He drew the knife’s edge across his palm.

Pain flared; relief followed. Blood pooled and slicked the lifeline he’d once had read by a shy apprentice who’d called him soft and stubborn and thought those flaws would keep him alive. He overturned his hand above the candle.

“Witness me,” he said to the mirror.

Blood landed with a sound like a kiss on the black wick. The candle did not ignite. The red seal drank it.

He breathed through his teeth and reached for the first memory.

It waited where he always kept it—weathered but bright—on the stair behind the university library, in the thin strip of shade where Lucien had shoved him and stolen his first kiss, rough and surprised into joy. Elias caught it by the edges. It resisted. He had taught himself not to let grief eat the center of his days. He had taught himself to catalogue pain, label it, shelve it, return to it only when he needed proof he had lived.

“Come,” he said, and when the memory still clung to its hooks, he forced his fingers into it.

The chapel dropped a temperature. Shadows lengthened to kneel.

He pressed the memory to the candle.

Heat rose. Not from flame. From the soft shiver of air around the wax. It wanted more. It wanted the way Lucien’s breath had hitched, the way he’d laughed after as if they had become conspirators against the setting sun.

Elias gritted his teeth and fed the recollection through. The red seal smoked. Scent of honey burned black. His mouth watered.

“Take it,” he said. “Take it and open.”

Wind pushed through the broken window like a hand. The salt murmured along the floor. The chalk circle darkened.

The world narrowed until it was only the candle, his bleeding palm, and the mirror where a thread of shadow unwound like a vein from under his reflection’s eye.

He pushed harder—another bite of sweetness, the night he’d traced Lucien’s ribs with ink just to watch him blush, the unguarded sound he’d made when Elias whispered his name in prayer and sin. The seal drank. The wick drank. The wick’s tip glowed a sullen coal.

“Come on,” Elias said, the words climbing toward a growl.

The coal went out.

He swallowed the animal noise in his throat and wiped his palm on his shirt. Blood smeared across old brown handprints. He couldn’t afford to think about other men who had stood at this stone. He couldn’t afford to imagine their bargains.

“Fine,” he said. “All of it.”

He closed his eyes and dug into the nervous system of his heart.

It didn’t want to break, even for this. It tightened around the last thing untouched: Lucien asleep after the worst day, cheek pressed to Elias’s thigh on the floor by the stove, fingers curled on his pant leg like a child’s, the rain outside spelling kind things on the roof. Elias had watched him breathe and believed wisdom could be chosen every hour.

“Take it,” he said, and he surrendered the breath.

The red wax hissed. The wick inhaled. Black candlelight moved without color, without flare, a void that did not brighten the chapel but carved it into relief. The air tasted of minerals and iron. The sigils around the altar shivered and rotated a degree as if aligning to something under the floor.

Elias exhaled and stepped back.

He heard the veil before he saw it. A hush layered over the chapel’s silence. Not absence, but intention. The gap between breaths when someone decides to kiss you or kill you.

The candlelight bent toward the mirror. The mirror bent without breaking. Its glass thickened, as if remembering being sand and sea. Something on the other side approached. He felt its stride in his bones and hated how ready his pulse was to sync with it.

A hand reached first, as hands do—because the body’s truth learns the world by touch. Not a hand, not yet. A darkness shaped like one, wet-looking, tapered to elegant lashes of shadow that grazed the surface of the glass. The fingers pressed as if testing a barrier for temperature. The barrier, obliging, turned liquid.

The hand came through.

Elias did not move. The law punished a broken circle. He kept his heels where they had learned not to flinch. Still—the thing that wore the shape of a hand lifted, hesitated as if uncertain he’d allow it, then cupped his cheek.

Heat shocked him. Not burning. Not fever. Human warmth, palm to bone.

He forgot how to breathe in a disciplined way. Air came too quick and left slower. The warmth traveled his face and settled under his tongue where his prayers lived. He should have been frightened. He had expected cold. Cold he could have treated as an enemy. Warmth did not argue. Warmth persuaded.

“Elias,” a voice said, and the syllables knew him the way vices know names. The mirror rippled and loosed a shoulder, a throat, a face from the liquid glass. The face took a moment to decide what it wanted to be. It chose beauty like a weapon.

He understood at once that this was not Lucien. The mouth had been carved to command, not to beg. The cheekbones had learned restraint as a language. The eyes—gods, the eyes—burned a domestic kind of gold, lit as if by hearth coals buried deep so they would survive the winter.

“Do not,” Elias said, breath hitching, “use my name like that.”

The hand didn’t leave his cheek. Thumb drew one slow stroke along his cheekbone, wiping away ash he hadn’t noticed had fallen there. The gesture was intimate and proprietorial and absent any hurry. As if the demon had all the time he needed, and Elias—three circles deep in a law he could not afford to lose—had none.

“What should I call you,” the newcomer asked, “if not what you are?”

“Elias will do,” he said, and only then realized the question had not been grammar but provocation.

The figure eased fully through. His weight made no sound when he stepped onto the altar stone. He was taller than Lucien by a handspan. Broader through the shoulders. He wore shadow like clothing, and it obeyed him like a creature he had tamed. When the wind pushed, his outline didn’t flinch. He stood as if rooms had learned to arrange themselves around him or not at all.

“You came,” Elias said. He meant: the world took what I fed it and gave me you instead of the boy I asked for.

“I was called.” The demon’s gaze flicked to the candle, then to the knife, then to Elias’s bleeding palm. “And paid. Generously.” He looked back, slower. “It cost you to open the door this wide.”

“Don’t tell me what it cost.” He flexed his hand and winced. The pain helped him anchor to anger. “Give me Lucien. That is the bargain.”

“Is it?” He took a measured step, the boundaries bristling but not rejecting him. “You have made no bargain yet.”

Elias’s jaw locked. “Then hear it. I bind myself to your name for one night, one Halloween, in exchange for Lucien’s life.”

“That is not a price,” the demon said, amused. “That is a wish.”

“I can pay.” He lifted his hand as if to brandish his blood. He refused to notice how the demon’s eyes warmed at the motion. “Take another memory.”

“You misunderstand the economy.” The demon drifted closer, then paused with a precision that told Elias he had chosen the exact distance at which the human would feel him, want him, but not be able to touch. “Memory is what you burn to move power. It is not what you owe for desire.”

“I’m not here for desire.”

The demon laughed once, a sound that suggested he admired optimism that had not yet learned to die. “Then why,” he asked, eyes sliding down and up as if taking inventory of bones and confession, “do you tremble when I touch you?”

The thumb stroked his cheek again.

He did tremble. He hated that he did. He hated more the relief that came with the admission. “Because you are wrong,” Elias said. “Because I expected cold.”

The demon’s expression altered, not to kindness but to curiosity, which was more dangerous. “I am warmth most of the time,” he said lightly. “It keeps mortals from realizing they are close to the flame.”

“Your name,” Elias said. He needed control. He needed to put this creature into a grammar he could manage. “If I am to bargain, I need your name.”

“Names,” the demon said, circling the altar with an interest that made Elias feel catalogued. “I have worn many. I answer most nights to what the living mistake me for.” He leaned down, closer, the next breath almost a kiss against the edge of Elias’s mouth. “What do you mistake me for?”

“Salvation,” Elias said, before he could stop himself. “And a door I should not open.”

The demon smiled with his teeth and not his eyes. “You are more honest than your kind. Good. The law works better when the heart does not lie.”

“Your name,” Elias insisted, throat tight.

“Lucien,” the demon said, testing him.

Elias’s body moved before thought. He shoved him. The boundary crackled; the demon didn’t budge. Elias’s palm stung where it met no resistance. “Don’t,” he said, the word cracking like green wood in a fire. “Do not wear his mouth.”

The demon studied the crack in the human’s voice the way a sculptor studies granite for a seam. A softer line appeared in his face, brief as mercy. “Very well,” he said. “If you insist on an older name, you must pay the tithe of breath that makes it true.”

“What tithe.”

“Say it as if it can hurt you.” He rolled his wrist in a lazy invitation. “Say it in blood.”

Elias ran his tongue along the back of his teeth. He found the place where fear had set up a camp and burned it. “And then?”

“Then we discuss whether the dead boy deserves to be pried from the good night he earned.”

“He didn’t earn it,” Elias said. “He earned nothing but a second chance.”

“Everyone says that when it is their own ghost,” the demon said, almost kind in the way a blade is kind because it only knows how to be itself. “Say my name, Elias.”

He held the demon’s gaze until it hurt. He lifted his cut palm. Blood welled fresh at the motion; the candle leaned toward it as a sunflower leans toward a throat. The mirror caught his movement and returned it, doubling his defiance.

“Witness me,” he whispered again, and the glass trembled like a held breath.

He clenched his fist above the wick. Blood spilled hot, steady. He let it run. He let it mark him. He let it know what it was for.

Then he said the name, and he said it like a vow thrown into a war: “Malachar.”

The syllables drank him. The candle drank the blood. The black flame jolted up the wick in a single, hungry surge.
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The black flame climbed the wick and held. The chapel changed shape around it—edges sharpened, dust froze midair, sound tucked itself away as if the room had turned to listen.

Malachar’s eyes brightened. He didn’t move at the flare so much as accept it, shoulders easing as if the night had adjusted to his preferred weight. “There,” he said. “Now we may speak as equals.”

“We are not equals,” Elias said. His voice rasped; his mouth tasted of iron. “We are not anything until you bring him back.”

Malachar’s gaze went to the cut on Elias’s hand. “You have a quick tongue and a slower wound. Give me your palm.”

“No.”

“I meant to see,” Malachar said, and the humor left his voice. “Not to take. You ask for a life. I must measure what you can pay.”

Elias held up his hand anyway. Blood threaded his fingers, dripped to the altar, soaked into old stains. Malachar caught his wrist and turned it, the way a craftsman turns wood, light and sure. Heat pressed into Elias’s skin through the demon’s grip. The pain dulled. He tugged once and stopped when Malachar tightened a fraction.

“You did not flinch when I came through the mirror,” Malachar said. “But you flinch at being held.”

“Because you expect me to.”

“Honesty again.” Malachar’s thumb pressed to the cut, not hard. The bleeding steadied, then slowed. The skin didn’t knit; the wound remained. “You will keep that until we finish.”

“Finish what.”

“The shape of your desperation,” Malachar said, and released him. “Speak it clean.”

“I want one more chance,” Elias said. He would not dress need in poetry. He had burned the better words already. “Not forever. Not a miracle. One chance to pull Lucien out of the lie of his death. After that he breathes or he doesn’t on his own.”

Malachar tilted his head as if listening to a far-off bell only he could hear. “One more chance,” he repeated. “I see why the candle answered you. Scale is everything.”

“Price.”

“Yes.” Malachar’s attention returned to the black flame. “There are several. The door you opened cannot be closed by any hand but mine—not tonight. And if I place my hand on it, I must take something to balance the weight.”

“Take it from me.”

“I intend to.” He smiled, slow, without kindness. “But listen. The first price is the pact itself. You bind your nights to mine for the span I name. You invite me when the veil thins. You stand where I can reach you.”

“And the second,” Elias said.

“Blood.” Malachar’s eyes drifted to the knife. “Already given. Already accepted. The third—” He paused long enough that Elias felt the pause as a test. “The third is clarity. We agree on the terms of power. You wish to intervene when fortune turns its face from your beloved. You wish to turn it back. That is intervention. Intervention needs fuel. Memory is the only currency that moves fast enough to be useful.”

Elias stilled. “Memory.”

“You have plenty,” Malachar said lightly. “Humans hoard them as if time were not constantly minting more.”

“Not those,” Elias said. “Not his.”

“You cannot protect specific coins in the purse,” Malachar said. “Not with the speed you demand. When you reach for what I give you, a memory will answer to pay the toll. Not always the largest. Not always the sweetest. But one each time, until the account grows thin.”

Elias saw the staircase behind the library like a photograph held to a candle. He smelled rain on the night his body had become a place he trusted because Lucien had touched him like an oath. “No.”

“You say no,” Malachar said, “because you imagine the worst one going first. It rarely does. Memory is petty and inefficient. It will take the taste of cinnamon from a winter morning. It will take the way your father’s boots sounded on the threshold when he came home sober for once. It will take the pattern of cracks on a window you stared through while you waited for someone who did not arrive. Do you not see the mercy? It takes until you almost stop noticing the lack.”

“And if I keep using it?”

“You become sharper and simpler.” Malachar’s voice softened, and that was worse. “You become a blade that remembers only cutting.”

Elias swayed forward and caught himself. He felt the circle’s grain rise under his boot. “You call that mercy.”

“I call it a path to the thing you want,” Malachar said. “You asked for one chance. Chance requires speed. Speed requires cost. If you prefer a contract of months, we can speak of souls, but then he will not have breath to spend them.”

Elias wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Blood smudged his lip. The word no sat ready on his tongue, hot and stubborn. It did no good if it left his mouth as a reflex. He swallowed it and chose another.

“Show me,” he said. “Don’t argue. Show me what ‘one chance’ looks like in your hands.”

Malachar’s focus sharpened. “Good,” he murmured. “Stand there.”

Elias refused to ask which there. Malachar’s glance slid to a bare patch of stone. Elias moved.

“Name a place,” Malachar said. “Name the bell the boy died under. Name how the smoke curled. Anchor me, and I will reach.”

“The south gate,” Elias said. “They lit the pyres in the square and fed the ordinance all night. He fell by the ash well. There’s a crack in the second flagstone shaped like a hook.”

Malachar lifted his hand. The black flame stretched to meet his palm as if it were a lover. Shadow threaded from the wick to his fingertip. He drew a shape in the air with that thread, and the shape held—an oval like the mirror, but thinner, hung from nothing. Cold sweat stood on Elias’s neck; he fought the urge to lean away.

“Witness,” Malachar said.

The oval stained with depth and opened. Wind blew through it, city-hot and ash-bitter. Elias saw the square the way crows see it—high and angled, edges sharp. He saw the hook-shaped crack like a grin. He saw...nothing else.

The well’s lip showed a smear where a body had dragged. The smear ended. The stones lay clean beyond it.

“They moved him,” Elias said. His voice came out flat.

“They did,” Malachar said. “The city does not leave what it burns where it can think about it.”

“Then where.”

“Follow the men who carried him,” Malachar said, and flicked his fingers. The view buckled and flowed. Torches strobed through the oval, men’s shoulders bowed, three guards, one priest. They set a wrapped shape in a cart, covered it in canvas, turned their lamps away.

Elias’s heart tripped its pace. He tried to memorize their faces and failed. The oval refused to let him hold details. He looked instead at where the cart went. The alley behind the apothecary. The side door. The cellar. The priest unlocking a chain.

“Stop,” Elias said. “Show me inside.”

The oval dimmed.

“Why,” Elias said, every muscle tight.

“Because that,” Malachar said, “costs more than a demonstration.”

Elias rounded on him. “You smug—”

Malachar stepped in and caught his chin as if Elias had offered it. He used two fingers only, light but unignorable. Elias froze. Malachar’s gaze dropped to his mouth. “You bleed when you get angry,” he said softly. “Mortals do that. You don’t even feel it.”

“I feel—”

Malachar with his free hand touched Elias’s lip. He did not grab. He did not drag. He pressed his thumb to the corner where blood had collected and he wiped it slow, a patient stroke that erased the stain and left heat behind. Elias’s breath left him in a stutter and returned as want and shame argued.

“Careful,” Malachar murmured. “You asked me to show you. I am showing you what I am. I don’t just trade. I tempt. It makes the books balance faster.”

Elias stood his ground. He didn’t pull back. He had nowhere he could go that wouldn’t be a retreat. Malachar held his gaze while his thumb traced the path of the smear as if mapping a border. The warning in it did not disguise the invitation. It sweetened it.

“Sign,” Malachar said, and his hand dropped. “Ask for inside. Accept the cost tied to the asking.”

“What else is hidden,” Elias said. His voice had not steadied; he let it shake. “You said three prices. You never stop at three.”

Malachar smiled a little. “You learn quickly. The fourth is a clause. Not a price. A shape. Every pact wants to be a circle. This one needs a place to close. After the night ends, you will return to me at the hinge—one meeting every year when the veil sits up and looks around. Not long. Not an eternity. Half the night only, each Halloween. I will count you. I will see that you are still the one I bargained with. I will ask what you have done with what I gave you.”

Elias felt heat move through his chest and land in his throat. “And if I refuse?”

“The pact unthreads,” Malachar said. “Your chance unwrites. The dead boy sleeps again, this time without doors.”

Elias looked at the oval. The men vanished through the apothecary door; the view stuck on wood and chain. He counted his reasons. He didn’t find any that wouldn’t rot in the light. He turned back.

“Put it in words,” he said. “No riddles. I won’t cling to loopholes just so you can enjoy snapping my fingers in them.”

Malachar’s eyes warmed again, that terrible hearth-heat. “As you wish.” He lifted his hand and drew in the air with the shadow-thread. Letters formed, black on black, legible only because the candlelight declined to touch them. Elias read as they wrote themselves.

I, Malachar, who answer to the name when it is paid in blood, hear the petition of Elias, who asked for one more chance for the mortal called Lucien. I grant him my reach for one night and the right to spend it in moments of his choosing until dawn, bending event without breaking fate. Each use shall require fuel equal to a memory that belongs to Elias and is selected at the speed of need. I claim no ownership of his soul and set no leash on his days beyond the meeting named here: he will attend me for half the night when the world wears a mask, each year, until he fails to arrive or I release him. If he fails, the pact snuffs and its gift goes dark. If I fail, I forfeit the remainder of our nights. Witness: the candle. Witness: the mirror. Seal: the hand that struck my name on fire.

Elias’s mouth shaped the words as he read them, testing their edges. “Bending event without breaking fate,” he said. “Define bending.”

“You push,” Malachar said. “Fate pushes back. Power makes your push matter.”

“And if I push too many times before dawn?”

“You run out of memories you are willing to lose,” Malachar said, matter-of-fact. “Or you run out of night.”

“Not of life.”

“That is not part of this,” Malachar said. “I told you. No soul. Not tonight.”

Elias closed his eyes and brought Lucien’s face up from where he had hidden it so he could function. He let the image hit him—mouth bruised with laughter, brow furrowed when he focused on a lock, the way he kissed like he meant to set a precedent. He opened his eyes before remembering that too vividly cost him nothing yet. He lifted his cut hand.

“Sign,” Malachar said.

“How.”

Malachar held out his own hand, palm up. A sigil lay there, coiled like a sleeping snake, faint as a scar. “Put your blood on my seal,” he said, almost gentle. “It will burn something on you in return. You prefer the left palm?”

“I prefer not to be branded at all.”

“That preference conflicts with your other one.”

Elias bared his teeth. “Hold still.”

He took Malachar’s hand and pressed his bleeding palm to the sigil. Heat ignited like a struck match, jumped skin to skin. A circle of black light snapped around their hands. The letters in the air turned from shadow to coal and hung, ember-red.

“Wait,” Elias said. The word surprised them both. “Say it.”

Malachar’s brow rose. “You want the theater?”

“I want the trap to tell me it is a trap,” Elias said. “Say it. I want to hear you stake yourself to the words.”

Malachar’s smile sharpened. “Very well. Witness me, mirror. Witness me, candle.” He leaned in until Elias could see the faint notches in his irises, like rings in a tree. “I, Malachar, bind myself to the terms just written.”

“Then I—”

Malachar’s thumb brushed Elias’s lower lip again, a last unasked-for kindness, or one more calculated move. “And you, Elias?”

Elias didn’t step away. He didn’t swallow. He let the moment pass through him and leave marks where it wanted. “I, Elias, accept the pact. I accept the cost. I accept the nights.”

“Seal it,” Malachar said.

The seal didn’t wait for obedience. It bit.

Fire drove into Elias’s palm, not heat only but shape—lines cut themselves in his skin, spiraling, tightening, meeting in the center like a knot pulled hard. He hissed and clamped his jaw to bury the sound. Malachar watched his face and did not look away, as if the sight had something in it he needed.

The air thickened. The letters flared and collapsed into the candle. The oval shuddered like a lung taking air. Elias smelled the apothecary cellar—damp wood, stale herbs, cold stone. He knew where to go.

Malachar released his hand. Elias staggered a step and caught the altar.

“Elias,” Malachar said, and the warning returned to his voice, not as a barbed fence but as a hand on a cliff’s edge. “You have until dawn. Do not spend everything within the first hour. Greed ruins heroes.”

“You think I’m a hero,” Elias said. He couldn’t help it; the pain made honesty easier. “That’s a poor read.”

“I think,” Malachar said, and the warmth in his tone turned dangerous again, “you are about to become something sharp. Sharp things do what they were made to do.”

Elias raised his marked hand. The fresh brand throbbed in time with his heart. He met Malachar’s eyes and refused to be the one to look away first.

“Where do I find you if I need more,” he asked.

“You cannot have more,” Malachar said. “You can have me. At the hinge. Every year.”

Elias’s breath stuttered once more, not at the price, but at how the demon said me, like a promise disguised as a rule.

Malachar turned his palm and showed Elias what the seal had done. The sigil in his skin glowed the color of a banked coal. “Remember,” he said, as if the word itself were a kindness he could offer before memory began to thin. He stepped back onto the altar. The mirror trembled.

“Say it,” Elias said, and this time he asked for the theater for himself.

Malachar obliged. He lifted his branded hand and his smile carved new rules into the night. “Meet me again halfway through every Halloween,” he said, and the stamp burned through Elias’s palm like a second sunrise.
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Chapter 3: Feast of Masks
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Elias left the chapel with his palm still burning. He wrapped his hand and pulled his hood low, then took the back lanes toward the square. The Feast of Masks had swollen the city into a single crowded pulse. Lanterns swung on hooks, paint smeared under strangers’ eyes, music hammered out of barrels and bones. Everyone hid behind something. Good. He needed the habit of not being seen.

He bought a paper-thin mask from a child who didn’t look at faces, only coin. Silver crescent, cheap wire. He bent the wire to fit and kept moving. The pact sat under his skin like a second heartbeat. The streets tipped him forward.

The south gate square pressed shoulder to shoulder. Torch smoke and apple steam tangled in the air. He cut across the outer ring of dancers and headed for the apothecary lane. If the oval had told the truth, the body had gone through the side door and down.

A pair of Wardens loitered at the mouth of the lane with mugs in their hands and holy steel at their hips. The priest between them wore a fox mask painted white, the paint already cracking at the corners, the mouth set in a permanent smile that did not reach the eyes. The priest’s gaze played over the crowd and slid off masks, returned to hands. He watched how people touched what was sacred to them—pockets, charms, each other’s wrists.

Elias slowed. He tucked his wrapped hand deeper under his sleeve and turned his jaw so the mask’s edge bit his cheek and made him look irritable instead of afraid.

“Hold,” one Warden said. He stuck an arm across the lane. The priest’s smile tilted.

“Festival tax,” the priest said lightly. “A question for every passerby. It buys you entry.”

“Ask,” Elias said.

“What did you come to bury tonight,” the priest asked. “Law allows one death per mask.”

“Patience,” Elias said, because lying was easier when it sounded like a complaint.

The priest laughed in the way men do when they believe they’re generous. “Through,” he said, flicking his fingers. “Most of you only ever kill time.”

Elias went. His back felt bare all the way down the alley. He counted to thirty before he let himself breathe.

The apothecary’s side door wore a new chain. The mortar around the hinges had been smeared fresh, sand still clinging. He rapped once, then twice, quick, the knock that said friend, not customer. The door didn’t open.

“Closed,” a voice hissed through the plank. “Festival law.”

“I need Master Hobb,” Elias said.

“So does everyone with a hangover. Go.”

“Tell him a boy named Lucien left a debt in his cellar,” Elias said, low. “Tell him another boy came to pay.”

Silence. The chain shifted. The door cracked the width of a palm. An eye stared through. “No debts left,” the eye said. “Not in that name.”

“Then where did you put him.”

“Gone,” the voice said. “City order. They came with a writ and three men. We turned our faces and prayed.”

“To whom,” Elias said before he could help himself.

“To anyone but the one they dragged,” the voice said—and the door shut.

Footsteps behind him. Heavy. Elias moved. He slipped back into the crush of the main square and let the festival swallow him again. He needed someone who could answer without the chain between them.

The Mortuary Guild. The priest’s ring. The Wardens’ timing. Orders forged at the temple, written under Saint Harrow’s seal. He could pull the thread faster if he spent a memory. He felt the pact waiting like a hand held out.

Not yet. He needed to test if he could get far enough on his feet alone.

He angled toward the Guildhouse. Two women in owl masks argued about fees near the door; three apprentices carried a wrapped shape out a side gate while laughing too loudly to be truly merry. Elias caught the last apprentice’s sleeve.

“What’s the fee for late claims,” he asked, mask to mask.

“Depends who signed the burn,” the apprentice said, tugging free, annoyed until he saw the bandage on Elias’s hand and the edge in his eyes. “Double if a priest watches.”

“Which priest watches this door,” Elias asked.

The apprentice jerked his head toward the square. “Hood like a shadow. Hands like a dancer. Wears the fox tonight.”

The same one. Good. Elias released the sleeve and slipped into the moving ring of dancers to circle back toward the priest from the inside. The music shifted to a pattern of steps everyone knew by age twelve. He let his feet keep the shape and used the spin to count the guards and the pockets and the knives.

He saw the fox again, talking to a man in a stag mask. The fox had the kind of stillness that meant he wasn’t drunk. The stag laughed too big at nothing. The Warden to their left stood on his toes now and then and scanned the crowd for height, not faces. They were hunting the posture of guilt.

Elias changed his posture. He loosened his shoulders, loosened his mouth, rocked on his heels a hair. He pretended at joy. The music made it easier than he wanted it to.

A hand brushed his elbow. He jerked reflex. The hand lingered just long enough to steady, not to take.

“Careful,” a voice said. “You don’t own this crowd.”

Elias turned. The man wore a moon mask—thin silver with a sliver cut out where the mouth arced. The curve made the lips look amused even when they were not. The man’s suit fit like it had learned his body a long time ago. He stood like he knew how people moved when they lied. He smelled like clean smoke and winter wood—no spice, no tricks.

“I own nothing,” Elias said.

“Borrow, then,” the man said, and his gaze followed the Warden’s line without moving his head. “I recommend the shadow of that couple’s skirts. The guard at the fox’s chin prefers easy targets—men alone with a straight spine and a goal.”

“You speak like you know him,” Elias said.

“I speak like I pay attention,” the man said. “New chain on the apothecary door. You look like you want to chew through it.”

“Do I know you,” Elias asked. He should have considered his tone before he asked. It came out as if he already had the answer.

The man’s mouth bent. “Not tonight.” He offered a hand. “Dance?”

“No,” Elias said.

“Then we’ll stand here and look like we lost our partners,” the man said. “And the fox will ask why.”

Elias took the hand.

The man set them into the pattern with a competence that felt like a promise. He led without force. Elias gave weight and kept his eyes on the edges of the crowd. The fox turned toward them. The Warden followed his gaze. Elias felt the circle close.

“Smile,” the man said under his breath.

“I don’t,” Elias said.

“Try,” the man said, and then—too close, too gentle—“or at least look like I said something you enjoy.”

Elias let his mouth lift. It wasn’t hard. He hated that it wasn’t hard.

They turned. The fox’s gaze skimmed past them. The Warden’s eyes snagged on a taller man across the square and drifted away. Elias exhaled without showing it. The man’s hand tightened at his shoulder blade for a beat and then eased.

“Thank you,” Elias said.

“You’re welcome,” the man said. “What do you need in the apothecary cellar.”

“Company,” Elias said. “Preferably a corpse.”

“Ah,” the man said, low. “You ask the right night.”

“What’s your name,” Elias asked.

“Caleb,” the man said. He gave it so easily Elias almost tripped. “And yours.”

“Elias,” Elias said, because the mask did nothing if the pact already knew him.

Caleb’s thumb marked a steady circle on the back of Elias’s hand before he seemed to realize he was doing it. He stilled it. “They moved the body you’re thinking of,” he said. “Priest with the fox watched it happen. They wrote a writ that stank of ash and law. Mortuary cart. Chain on the door after. Then the cart didn’t go home.”

“Where,” Elias said.

Caleb spun him in close to a laughing pair and used their bodies to hide the movement of his mouth. “Under Saint Harrow. They call it a reliquary. It’s a lockbox with pews.”

“Keys,” Elias said.

“Two,” Caleb said. “Temple and city. You can fake one if your hand trusts a file.”

“My hand trusts a knife,” Elias said.

“Then you’ll need a priest,” Caleb said, as if the word didn’t taste like anything.

“I don’t collect them
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